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Three Kings?
The story in the Gospel of Matthew about some special visitors at
Jesus’ birth does not use the word “kings,” and does not specify that
there were three individuals – just “wise men” and “three gifts.” We
can be sure that Jesus was born, and that Mary and Joseph were
there. We can also let our faith-informed imaginations assist us to
appreciate God’s great gift to us in becoming one of us. Artists and
writers, mothers and fathers, lay and religious persons have learned
much about themselves and God-become-human as they imagined
prayerfully some of the people who visited the scene of his birth.
If we use images that have come to us from artists who pondered the
birth of Jesus, we might well be content with three kings and their
gifts. Others might imagine that some scholars of astronomy, who also
were aware of spiritual movements within them, came to the birth of
Jesus. Perhaps they came from different parts of the world, or perhaps
a group of more than ordinarily astute persons, accompanied by some
men and women associates, made the trip. Imaginative prayer is not
dependant upon detailed historical accuracy, but upon the essential
reality of the birth of Jesus in a human context that we can recognize.
An 18th Century painter might well depict the characters wearing
clothing of the 18th Century. Another artist might dress everyone in
royal attire. Each expresses some sense of the historical event as
being present to them, as believers. We are welcome to imagine the
situation in whatever ways our faith supports.
When we view an adventure film, read a piece of fiction, or watch a
situation comedy, we “suspend our judgment” so as to let ourselves
enter into the story and experience the human emotions and
reflections that are evoked. When we participate in a Gospel story,
rather than put aside our rational powers, we consciously add, and
enter into, our trust relationship with God. Since we believe that God
became a human, we can imagine that some people were gifted with
knowledge, perhaps inspired, to understand that a special event was
taking place, and traveled to observe it. If we are led to imagine that
visitors to the birth of Jesus exhibited some reverence for the mystery
of God as an infant, we are the ones who bring that sentiment to the
story as we prayerfully consider the persons, words, actions, and
feelings of those involved. The story is old in terms of history but it is
immediately present in terms of our experience.
When we tell people about a trip we took, each time we tell the story
we vary it according to the listeners we are addressing, our priorities

at the moment of telling, and many other circumstances that affect us.
Yet the story is basically the same, as often as we tell it. Whether or
not we relate the exact chronology of events and all the other details,
we certainly communicate the more significant information about how
we were affected by our travels. We might have been delighted,
disappointed, or experienced any combination of personal
involvements. These we communicate, for it is our story.
When we prayerfully imagine a Gospel story, such as Matthew’s
description of the visitors who brought gifts to the infant Jesus, it
becomes our story, which includes the affections that spontaneously
arise within us. Each time we engage the account, our attention might
be drawn to different elements: at one time to the persons, in another
moment to their words and actions, and, as we let our trust in God
guide us, we might ourselves engage in some interactions with Jesus,
Mary, or Joseph.
We might let ourselves imagine that we come to the birth place of
Jesus in company with “three kings.”

